The Honiton Lace Industry by Toomer, Heather
Honiton is a small market town in Devon, a county in South-West England, 
which has given its name to a part, or free, bobbin lace made particularly in 
the surrounding area. The first reference to lace in Honiton comes from a 
tombstone in Honiton churchyard which describes John Rodge, who died in 
1617, as a ‘bonelace seller’ (‘bone lace’ was a common name for bobbin lace as 
bobbins were often made from animal bones). 
Rodge was clearly a successful merchant as he left £100 for the benefit of the 
poor but there is no indication of the source of his goods. Most probably these 
were produced locally as a comment in a parliamentary debate in 1626 stated 
that 20,000 people made a living from lace-making in England and many of 
these must have been in Devon as records show that bobbin-lace making was 
flourishing there by 1630. Slightly later, Thomas Fuller, researching in the 
1640s for a book on ‘The Worthies of England’ noted of bonelace – ‘Much of 
this is made in and around Honyton, and weekly returned to London’: it is 
from comments such as this that lace made in all the towns and villages of East 
Devon probably came to be known as ‘Honiton’, the convenient staging post for 
coaches to London. Later still, a companion of Cosimo de Medici in his tour 
of England in 1669, said of Devonshire ‘There is not a cottage in all the county 
nor in that of Somerset where white lace is not made in great quantities; so 
that not only the whole kingdom is supplied with it, but it is exported in great 
abundance.’ 
Clearly the lace made was of good quality but we have no fully provenanced 
examples of lace made in Devon in the 17th century. It was most probably 
similar to Flemish bobbin laces of the period, with some stylistic differences 
suggested by English portraits. Those of the 1630s-40s show many deep falling 
collars with scalloped bobbin-lace borders in rather more naïve, less flowing 
floral designs than contemporary Flemish laces. Celia Fiennes, another traveller 
writing of Devon in 1695, commented that ‘Here it is they make fine bone lace 
in imitation of the Antwerp and Flanders lace, and indeed I think its as fine, 
it only will not wash so fine which must be the fault in the thread.’ There is 
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Plate 1. Two lappets, c 1725-40.  
That on the right (probably Brussels) is of very high quality: that on the left is of fine quality but 
the design is less sophisticated and the thread is poorer – probably Honiton. The dense designs 
are characteristic of lace fashions in the 1720s-30s. See detail.
good reason for this comment as much of the linen thread used in the Devon 
lace industry came from locally-grown flax and was never of quite the superb 
quality produced in the Low Countries.
Apart from lack of provenance, the identification of true Devon laces from 
the 18th century has been complicated by the term ‘point d’Angleterre’ which 
was in use from the late 17th century. By the early 18th century it was definitely 
being applied to high-quality Brussels laces. The implication that Brussels laces 
were made in imitation of an English type is, I must admit, unlikely: the term 
was much more probably coined because much Brussels lace was made for the 
English market, with the added possibility that it was sold as ‘English lace’ at a 
time when imports from Flanders were banned to support the home industry: 
the French term was most likely chosen as France was the fashion leader. 
Whatever the derivation of the name, its use makes it difficult to distinguish 
Honiton laces from Brussels laces in documentation and confuses the 
discussion of surviving examples. It is, however, generally accepted that, by 
the early 18th century, when ‘Brussels bobbin laces’ had become distinguished 
from bobbin laces made elsewhere in the Low Countries, Devon was making 
very similar laces. Unfortunately, what is also generally accepted is that Honiton 
lace was of poorer quality than Brussels. It is true that, among the 18th-century 
laces of ‘Brussels’ type surviving in British collections, many are of poor-to-
Plate 2. Cap back: probably 
honiton, mid 18th century. The 
massing of floral motifs without 
a clear design structure is typical 
of honiton laces. The motifs are 
joined by drochel bobbin ground.
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Plate 3. A matching cap back, 
frill and pair of lappets arranged 
roughly as in wear as a formal cap, 
together with an additional border: 
c 1755-75; probably honiton. The 
quality of design, workmanship 
and thread are better than in the 
honiton laces in Plates 1 and 2 
but still more likely to be english 
than brussels. The motifs are 
joined by a point de Paris ground. 
See detail.
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Plate 4. detail of three honiton 
borders: top – c 1730-50; middle 
and bottom – c 1750 – 75.
These are more typical of laces 
found in england than the higher-
quality examples in Plates 1-3. The 
designs are uncontrolled and many 
motifs are reduced to simple slug 
and scroll shapes. The motifs are 
joined by drochel ground but this 
is worked in different directions 
around the motifs. similar 
poorer-quality laces were also 
made in coarse thread in the low 
Countries. See detail.
Plate 5. A collection of 19th-
century honiton motifs of different 
qualities before being assembled 
to form an article. The two strips 
would have been joined with 
others to form a border.
29 open source language version > español
The hONiTON lACe iNdusTRy40
good quality and are likely to have been made locally rather than imported: 
what we cannot say is how many of the higher-quality laces that we ascribe to 
Brussels may in fact have been made in England with imported Flemish thread.
There are, however, other good reasons for the preponderance of poorer-
quality laces in our collections: as already mentioned, the local thread was not 
of the highest quality but, also, the local merchants who organised the industry 
were making for a less fashion-conscious market than the Brussels factors 
whose major market was the French aristocracy. This, and the fact that new 
designs were frequently pirated, gave little incentive for manufacturers to pay 
experienced designers for good patterns. If we can extrapolate back from known 
conditions in the late-18th – early-19th centuries, the basic organisation of the 
workforce was also problematic. Manufacturers did not control a localised 
workforce: rather, workers spread over the many towns and villages of Devon 
and neighbouring counties might work for several manufacturers on a piece-
rate basis. Manufacturers gave out prickings for work required and expected to 
receive work made on those prickings but there was little control over how the 
patterns were worked: the same motifs worked by different lace-makers might 
be of very different standards, with different fillings, different use of raised work 
and, indeed, different interpretations of the motifs themselves. When these 
were collected from their makers and assembled to form a complete article, 
the result could be very inconsistent, an effect yet further aggravated by a lack 
of consistency in the joining itself. These problems were further compounded 
by the fact that the same prickings were often used for several years, either 
Plate 6. A good-quality honiton 
fall cap: mid 19th century with 
a typical massed-floral design. 
See detail.
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Plate 7. detail from a fine-quality 
late 19th-century honiton cuff with 
a bride ground. This includes the 
rose, shamrock and thistle, symbols 
of england, ireland and scotland, a 
common combination. The rose is 
unusual in having petals defined by 
thicker threads worked into the lace in 
the brussels manner: raised work is 
worked in cloth stitch. 
Plate 8. The two ends of a tie or pair 
of joined lappets of machine-made net 
with applied honiton motifs: late 19th 
century. The work is fine but, even 
for honiton lace, it is unusual to have 
totally different designs on two ends of 
an article.  
Plate 9. detail from a machine-made 
net collar with applied honiton motifs. 
See detail. 
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because the manufacturer did not trouble to keep up with fashionable design 
trends or the workers passed the prickings to other workers. With continued 
re-use, the pinholes became enlarged, the pattern distorted and open to further 
misinterpretation.
Although Honiton laces were not generally as stylish as their continental 
counterparts, their designs nevertheless changed roughly in line with fashion 
as can be seen in the accompanying illustrations. During much of the 18th 
century, they found a ready market both in Britain and her colonies but, 
towards the end of the century, designs became simpler and far less suited to 
Honiton’s part-technique. The market was already dwindling when Britain 
suffered a major economic blow: in 1776 the USA became independent and 
was no longer forced to buy British or face heavy surcharges on goods from 
elsewhere. By 1800, only a few hundred lace-makers were recorded in Devon 
whereas only a decade or so earlier there had been several thousand.
As regards training for the industry, occasional records survive from the 17th 
and 18th centuries of children being taught lace-making in poorhouses so that 
they would have a means of earning a living when they grew up or of children 
being apprenticed to lace-makers for several years: it is not until the 19th 
century that we have fuller records, both of training and of the organisation 
of the trade. We know, for example, that from the early 19th century, some 
pupils were taught the rudiments of reading, writing and arithmetic alongside 
long hours of lace-making in lace schools. Here parents were expected to 
pay the teacher in the initial stages but once the pupils had reached a level of 
competence that enabled their work to be sold, they, or their parents, might 
receive some compensation for their labours. 
At this time the trade was mainly in the hands of small shopkeepers who 
often operated the ‘truck system’, that is, rather than pay their workers in coins, 
they paid in tokens which had to be spent in their employer’s shop where goods 
Plate 10. Cuff of machine-made 
net with applied brussels bobbin 
lace motifs: second half 19th 
century. The design is simple but 
sparser and more organised than 
in most honiton laces. See detail.
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were often more highly priced than in other stores. Some shopkeepers paid only 
10 pence in tokens for 12 pence-worth of work or forced their workers to buy 
the thread for their lace: it is little wonder that workers felt little loyalty to their 
employers and standards of work were generally low. Fortunately there were 
some better employers who did take care to procure better designs and ensure 
that they were well worked.
By the early 19th century, designs were so sparse that it was quicker to make 
the drochel net characteristic of Brussels and Honiton laces in panels and to 
apply the motifs to it rather than work the net around the motifs. When a 
stable machine-made net became available, it made sense to apply motifs to this 
cheaper foundation and the making of drochel ground soon died out in England 
but this did not solve Devon’s problems completely: until fashions returned to 
fully-patterned laces in the mid 19th century, the Honiton industry languished. 
Queen Adelaide tried to boost the industry in the 1830s by wearing Honiton 
lace: Queen Victoria did likewise but Miss Bidney, of Beer on the Devon coast, 
had difficulty in finding lace-makers with sufficient expertise to make the 
flounces and later wedding veil to fulfil her order. Many of the skills known in 
the 18th century had been lost due to the simplicity of lace in the intervening 
years and further training was needed to enable the order to be completed.
The 1850s at last saw a return of interest in Honiton lace and also in 
guipure laces, that is, laces with a bar ground rather than a net ground. This 
old technique, scarcely used since the early 18th century, was revived but, 
surprisingly, a new ground, made with a needle, was also introduced. In the 
1850s and 60s, it seems that Devon could sell as much lace as its population 
Plate 11. Pair of cuffs (bottom 
one wrong side up): Belgian, late 
19th – early 20th century, with 
a bride ground. These, like the 
Honiton laces, are made by the 
part technique. They are not of 
the best Brussels quality and 
are worked in a thick thread but 
thought has been given to their 
design. See detail.
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could make, whatever the quality: there was little incentive for most workers or 
dealers to raise standards but, fortunately, there were still some manufacturers 
like Mrs. Treadwin of Exeter, and the Tuckers of Branscombe who made lace 
which could win medals at the new International Exhibitions of the period, 
such as London’s Great Exhibition at Crystal Palace in 1851.
As standards fell, designing was reduced to the arrangement of flower heads 
and leaves along the borders of articles and the filling of the centres with motifs, 
with no thought to the aesthetic appeal of the result. The motifs themselves 
were simplified: three-dimensional raised work was replaced by bundles of 
threads loosely bound to the surface or was omitted altogether. Many small 
leaf shapes and scrolls, known locally as ‘slugs and snails’ and often made by 
children learning the craft, filled the spaces between larger motifs. Yet, at the 
same time, some very pretty laces were made, with flowers carefully drawn 
from nature and new raised work introduced in the form of butterfly wings or 
petals attached along only one edge to the surface. An interesting sidelight is 
that the new Honiton guipure was so regarded that it was copied at Mirecourt 
in France while cross-fertilization with the ‘duchesse’ laces in Belgium resulted 
in many hybrid versions. 
The 1870s saw a new slump. The preceding decades had seen the rise of 
the machine-lace industry and a lowering of lace prices. Devon was unable 
to compete by producing the high-quality laces that enabled its Brussels’ 
competitors to survive. Devon’s lace-makers were again forced into other forms 
of employment. Moreover changes in laws governing the employment and 
education of children meant that old lace schools were forced to close and there 
were fewer recruits to the industry. When the final lace revival came in the late 
1880s only a few lace-makers took up their old employment and, although some 
better-quality work was produced, the industry effectively died in the early 20th 
century. 
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